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Until 1997, the little known place of Bilbao in Spain was a declining industrial city, however, with the opening of the Guggenheim museum by architect, Frank Gehry, the city was transformed into an international tourist destination. The Guggenheim, although undoubtedly his most recognisable work, is only one of the museums in Gehry’s portfolio; all of which were integral to an exhibition of the architect’s work in Portadown this spring. 

‘Frank Gehry, architect: Designs for Museums’ was conceived by and exhibited at the Weisman Art Museum in Minneapolis before touring to the Corcoran Gallery in Washington D.C.. The Millennium Court Arts Centre in Portadown played host to this exhibition on the final stop of its worldwide tour, from March to May of this year, as it’s only European venue.

Gehry is perhaps the most recognised architect of the 20th century with his designs for museums gaining him accolade at an international level. In his designs, the museum fabric itself becomes as critical to its success as the objects which it was designed to exhibit. He transformed the role of the museum from one of contemplation for the educated to a community hub, which offers education, social interaction and ultimately emphasises the visitor as much as the objects themselves. 

The exhibition presents four of Gehry’s completed museum projects and six still under construction. Divided into four sections  - Contexts for Museums, Complex Exteriors, Galleries with Character and Technology – the exhibition addresses the journey undertaken by Gehry in his design process. Critics of Gehry’s work often comment upon the disregard of the surrounding buildings within his designs. The exhibition addresses this issue, drawing attention to the care that Gehry takes when designing buildings to complement the surroundings, subtly including references to both man-made and natural elements. 

Gehry’s ability to take the permanent collection of a museum and integrate it into the fabric of the building design is clearly evident, perhaps seen most of all in the Vitra Design Museum at Weil am Rhein in Germany. At Vitra, Gehry’s design work is not only evident in the design of the building, but the museum houses a collection of 20th century chairs of which Gehry’s design is one. A favourite among visitors, this chair, constructed of layered cardboard, is on display at the Millennium Arts and has people of all ages wishing for the chance to take a seat.  

The exhibition, while predominantly photographic, combines beautiful photos of the museums with short films of, among others, the construction process, the architect reflecting on his own work and Gehry’s office at work. His office is pioneering a new use of technology, developed by the French aerospace industry, to transfer design models, made from wood or paper, directly into three-dimensional computer images by means of a digital wand. Gehry does not use computers as part of his conceptual process but he does use them to implement his creativity, allowing the most complex three-dimensional forms to become reality. 

With model’s taking such prevalence in Gehry’s office, it is a pity that there were not more included within this exhibition to express just how his buildings sit within their immediate surroundings. While visually stunning, the photographs emphasise the sculptural quality of Gehry’s buildings, perhaps feeding some of the comments his work receives regarding their lack of contextual response. There was one model included however – that of the Frederick R. Weisman Museum in Minneapolis, giving visitors the opportunity to view the entire building in its setting.

This exhibition appears to have been a huge success for the centre, with members of the viewing public travelling from all corners of the UK and Ireland to view the work of Gehry. It seems unfortunate that it was the local Northern Irish population who showed the least interest.  Visitors were provided the opportunity to see the potential that architecture offers to the regeneration of an area, and how Frank Gehry has become such a master by transforming the cities where his museums can be found. . In a time where the skylines of Belfast and other towns and cities around Northern Ireland are changing dramatically perhaps we can learn something of how architecture, when given the opportunity, can play an integral part in changing the future of a city. 
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